High prevalence of thyroid autoantibodies in a prospective series of patients with chronic hepatitis C before interferon therapy.
After describing two cases of Hashimoto's thyroiditis associated with chronic hepatitis C, we set up a prospective study to assess the prevalence of thyroid autoantibodies (thyroglobulin and thyroid microsomal autoantibodies) in 72 chronic hepatitis C patients (43 men and 29 women; mean age = 51 +/- 2.1 yr) before interferon therapy admitted between January and December 1991 to our liver unit. Thyroid autoantibodies were systematically assayed in 60 chronic HBsAg-positive patients (34 men and 26 women; mean age = 50 +/- 2.2 yr), who served as controls. Antibody to hepatitis C virus was detected with a second-generation enzyme immunoassay and then confirmed with a recombinant immunoblot assay and a supplemental enzyme immunoassay using two beads. In chronic hepatitis C patients, no men had thyroid autoantibodies. Nine of 29 women (31%) had thyroid autoantibodies. Among them, six (20.7%) had high titers of thyroid autoantibodies, and two had hypothyroidism. In all nine of these women, hepatitis C virus viremia was detected on nested polymerase chain reaction (with primers located in the 5' untranslated region). One year later, titers of thyroid autoantibodies had increased in one patient. Three other patients progressed to hypothyroidism. We judged four of 29 patients (13.8%) to have Hashimoto's thyroiditis on the basis of their high titers of thyroid autoantibodies and biological features of hypothyroidism. In the control group, only one man had thyroid microsome autoantibodies, at a very low titer (1:100). The association between chronic hepatitis C and presence of thyroid autoantibodies is clearly confirmed (p = 0.021) by this study.